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Paralanguage: The Most Impactful Dimension of Public Speaking 

 

Abstract 

While reams of papers and innumerable books have been written on the importance of  

‘body language’ or ‘Kinesics’,  the aspect of ‘how’ those words are spoken does not get the 

kind of attention it deserves. The authors of this article, both experienced practitioners in the 

arena of communication skills therefore proceeded to examine the literature available on 

‘how’ those words are spoken, what is collectively called ‘paralanguage’ with particular 

reference to its impact on self expression  through the platform of Public Speaking. 

Accordingly, after a brief recapitulation of the components of ‘paralanguage’, the focus of the 
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article will move towards raising awareness and its usage to enhance the level of Public 

Speaking through realizing its full potential. 
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 “Use what talents you have; the woods would have little music if no birds sang their song 

except those who sang the best” (Rick Reed 54) 

There is typically an enormous gap between what folks say and what they feel. An 

acquaintance says, “I’d like to get together again” in a way that leaves you suspecting the 

opposite. (But how do you know?) A speaker tries to appear confident but acts in a way that 

almost screams out, “I’m nervous!” (what tells you this?) You ask a friend what’s wrong, and 

the “nothing” you get in response rings hollow (Why does it sound untrue?). Then after all, 

there are times when another’s message comes through even though there are no words at all. 

A look of irritation, a smile, a sigh, - signs like these can say more than a torrent of words. 

All situations like these have one point in common- the message was sent nonverbally. A 

good workable definition of nonverbal communication given by Ronald Adler reads: “oral 

and non oral messages expressed by other than linguistic means” (154).  The importance of 

nonverbal aspects of communication is well researched and there is some form of consensus, 

wherein it is accepted that only seven percent of communication takes place through words, 

38 percent on how those words are spoken and the remaining 55 percent through body 

language and other aspects of nonverbal communication. 

The authors of this paper truly believe that there is one non verbal communication type that 

has the most powerful impact- its called paralanguage. Paralanguage doesn't have 

something to do with body language. Paralanguage is how you speak, the rate, tone/pitch 

and volume/inflection of your speech and dreaded use of filler words.  Also we know that 
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paralanguage is absent in written communication. The speaker can convey only part of the 

spoken word in conversational communication but written words have to convey all the 

meaning. In simple words we can say that paralanguage is how we vocalise and say words. 

According to Raman Prakash paralanguage refers to all vocally produced sound that is not a 

direct form of linguistic communication. (74). This category includes a number of sub 

categories: 

 Quality 

 Tone 

 Volume 

 Rate 

 Pauses 

 Pronunciation 

 Pitch 

 Rhythm 

Quality 

Quality is a characteristic that distinguishes one voice from another.  Each one of us has a 

unique voice and its quality depends upon its resonating mechanism. While the quality of 

one’s voice cannot be changed, it is the responsibility of teachers to impress upon the 

students that voice can be trained for optimum impact.  

Take the case of ‘classical singers’, how many hours they put in to ‘train’ their voice, the 

term called ’riaaz’in local language. 

Tone 
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While ‘quality’ refers to voice, tone expresses the quality of sound at physical level that 

conveys attitude of a speaker. Although tone is a medium through which the personality of an 

individual is manifested, the speaker should make a conscious effort to modify tone 

corresponding to the content at a given time. Accordingly, the tone may become soft or harsh, 

direct and commanding or even boisterous to convey high spirits.  

Volume  

Audibility is a prerequisite and without it, nothing matters including your impressive dress, 

supreme command over language, a well planned text, etc. Equally offensive would be a 

jarring tone and excessive volume of the speaker. Whenever possible, check the quality of 

mike before the event. Remember that though you may not be responsible for the failure of 

mike, you still hold the responsibility of letting the audience hear what you have to say. 

Rate 

Rate is often quantified in terms of number of words per minute, and need to be varied to suit 

the capacity of the audience to absorb the information being communicated as also the 

type/objective of the presentation (Informative/Persuasive/Entertaining). Speakers should be 

advised to stick to their own comfort level and not imitate someone like actor Shekhar 

Suman, whose ‘average’ used to be almost double the norms of 120 words per minute. Any 

attempt to over-reach may be at the cost of clarity and slippages.   

Pauses 

There is nothing more powerful than a pause well timed, often before or after an impactful 

thought related to the objective of the speech. 
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As a speaker, a well timed pause creates a dramatic impact, breaking the monotony. Those 

who have had the privilege to listen to Shri Atal Behari  Vajpayee, will vouch the impact his 

pauses made on the audience. 

Pronunciation 

English being a stress language, correct pronunciation of words is necessary. Wrong 

pronunciation can completely change the meaning of the word. Students should be 

encouraged to check pronunciation of words in dictionary or by online tools. 

Pitch 

Pitch is determined by the speed of vibration of the vocal folds; the higher the pitch, the faster 

the rate of vibration. Changes in pitch are expected by receivers and make a communicator 

more colorful or dynamic. A monotonous pitch throughout a conversation will be perceived 

as neither competent nor dynamic. 

Rhythm 

It refers to stressed and unstressed elements in the flow of speech. Though best avoided in 

formal business presentations, use of rhythm can be put to use for appealing to the emotions 

of the audience 

Shital Kakkar Mehra, in her book on Business Etiquette has rated ‘pause’ as an extremely 

effective communication tool. Quoting Mark Twain, she writes, “The right word may be 

effective, but no word was ever as effective as a rightly timed pause!” (29) Further, the author 

has listed some pointers to remember about pauses:  
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 As a salesperson, a well timed pause offers your clients time to think about their 

purchase and make a considered decision 

 When making a self-introduction, a pause between your name and other details, 

makes it easier to comprehend. 

In the domain of public speaking paralanguage becomes a strong instrument that 

enables you to engage, charm and motivate your audience to concentrate. Speaker’s 

confidence and attitude are reflected in the tone of voice. In his book “Public Speaking for 

Success”, Mr. Dale Carnegie has picked up four things corresponding to the ‘Dimensions of 

Voice’ discussed above. The choice was based on the observation that we follow certain 

things unconsciously during conversation, but due to stress of Public Speaking, violate the 

natural laws. (65) The remedy lies in being aware of those dimensions and consciously trains 

ourselves and the speakers, one is trying to help. 

 

1. Right Stress 

As we are aware, that ‘English’ is a stress language, wherein, different words and part of 

words are articulated with different stress. In conversation, we hit one syllable in a word 

and hit it hard and hurry over others. In a sentence also, we overemphasize one or two 

important words and virtually swallow the rest.  

2. Vary Pitch 

In conversation, our pitch flows up and down like   the face of sea. We are hardly aware 

of it , but the effect is pleasing. Very often, we see the speakers talking in monotonous 

pitch, usually in a high one. Varying the pitch is a well thought of ingredient that good 

speakers use to excite the audiences. 

3. Vary Rate of Speaking 
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In conversation, we constantly change our rate of speaking. It is natural, pleasing, and 

convincing, as it makes an idea standout prominently. Good speakers often devote a great 

amount of time to the word or two they wish to emphasise and the quickly complete the 

sentence. Try this: “Twenty million dollars” with air of triviality, so that it sounds like a 

small sum. Now say “TWENTY THOUSAND DOLLARS”, say it slowly; feelingly; as if 

you are tremendously impressed with the hugeness of amount. Haven’t you made 20 

thousand look bigger than 20 million? 

4. Pause 

Pause before and after important ideas. Former Prime Mininster, Late Atal Behari 

Vajpayee, had mastered this art to perfection. When he spoke in the parliament, or 

elsewhere, he mesmerized the audience. His ‘silences’ had the same impact as his 

powerful words expressed most eloquently. 

 

Paralanguage, when combined with other techniques of oratory, prove to be a great force 

multiplier. During his campaign in 2014, Mr Modi proved that the art of rhetoric is an 

effective tool for connecting with people, – even in the age of Twitter. 

History tells us that the techniques of oratory are eminently teachable. Mr. Modi uses two 

tools considered to be most effective to make a point. One is alliteration: 3Ds- democracy, 

demography and demand; 5 Ts- talent, tradition, tourism, trade and technology; and so on. 

The other is a rhetorical device known as anaphora or repletion of a phrase which becomes 

the takeaway motif of the speech.      

Conclusion 

We can heighten our communication with our audience by modifying our tone, this way we 

can also emphasize on what we want our audiences to remember.  
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Mastering paralanguage allows a person to have impact with his presentations, with job 

interviews, while negotiating, while networking and public speaking. 

Value of ‘paralanguage’ is well received by the students and teachers, and finds a place of 

pride in all books on communication skills. As part of the syllabi, these are often allotted 

adequate time for discussion in the class rooms. However, when it comes to public speaking 

and presentations, the lessons are often forgotten. This article is an attempt to bring in 

paralanguage at the centre stage while practicing the art of public speaking. 
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